Community art centres are often described as the 'interface' between Indigenous culture and the art market; the first point of inclusion of artists within the global economy. The Yarreynty artists explicitly identify their art program as 'an enterprise' in these terms. But as they also figure it, art centres provide far more than simply a local, collective, studio--to--market space for art production. As Jennifer Biddle describes, art centres provide one of the few sources of non--government income for Aboriginal people, and therefore actively defy the perception of remote people as without income opportunities, or the so--called 'lack of engagement' of Aboriginal people in employment and professional development on remote homelands. 2 Thus, the centres build self--esteem and confidence directly, as the artists narrate. Art centres provide one of the few institutional places in which the workplace is driven by, concerned with and governed by traditional law and culture, that are open and accessible to all members of the community, and which have a role directly linked to the healthy--making sustainability of contemporary They were painters but we are sewers. But we both work with our hands. This is important. We love sewing the same as other people love their painting. When we sew it makes us feel really good. We don't think of anything except what we are making.
In my talk this afternoon I will give you a brief background to the art program and the learning centre and try to show how the art program has been a healing and It is in the art room that people can sit quietly, peacefully-talk to each other, share ideas and express themselves through art. People are able to learn new skills, have a focus and explore their art practice. This is their place-without judgement, without scrutiny-a place of safety where there is respect and a sense of belonging.
Central to the art program's success has been strong local governance. People want an enterprise, they want to work and have a job they can go to daily; art provides this opportunity. Art has become a main strategy to deal with the dire circumstances of poverty and violence.
'Think about what to make instead of thinking bad things.' This is a common statement used when people talk about why they like doing art. Its role in relieving stress and grief is significant.
There is often little space in people's home lives: living areas are often overcrowded, alcohol affects families in different ways, people are often sleep deprived; high levels of stress makes positive life activities difficult to pursue at home. People are often living with grief, trauma, sadness and economic stress; depression is a risk for many; poverty is still pervasive and Sorry Business still occurs too often.
The art centre is a place that daily represents the success and ability of the community. It is a place the community have created through their inspiration, talent and work.
The artists work in three main areas: soft sculpture, textiles and printmaking.
Their work is strongly underpinned by its own culture, that of people living in town The sculptures, made from recycled woollen blankets, sourced from second hand shops across Australia, are dyed using local plants, tea and rusty bits of metal.
Beautiful patterns and colours are created through this dying process and they are then used as the base material to create the soft sculptures. People draw, cut, pin, stitch and sew, and all the while talk, laugh, be silent, eat, drink, sleep and create work that is humorous and beautiful, rough and sculptural, ridiculous, dramatic and inspiring.
People are developing a unique identity through this art, one that represents the achievements of strong and resilient town camp people. The sculptures and the prints, are contemporary, they are from the heart of people who are finding a way to tell their story that does not give away everything at once. So many stories come into this art room, so many stories that make you laugh and cry, that make you exhausted and relieved, that make you grateful, that make you want to run home to your comfortable life but that keep you coming back each day. And through this art, which is new and innovative, people can find a voice that tells the wider community that they are worth listening to, that they are important, that they are healing themselves and their families.
This art, the sculptures, the prints and the textiles are exciting expressions of life and culture that are made by severely disadvantaged town campers, yet sell and connect with people across Australia. The art is powerful because it is innovative and inventive just like the artists. It embraces 'both ways' and then redefines it all over again so that it has a new voice, a voice from resilient town camp people who are able to respond and adapt to extraordinary challenges, daily.
And this ability to respond has also led the artists in conjunction with the Yarrenyty Arltere Learning Centre (YALC) multimedia room make to soft sculpture animations. Animation has become a new and exciting media for the artists to tell their stories.
The art enterprise has given opportunity for increased pride and self esteem, increased confidence and well being, healing from grief and trauma, strong role modelling, community leadership and family strengthening, improved governance, decision making and engagement, improved financial and living skills, improved economic access and employment, improved social inclusion. Ten years ago the community set up the learning centre to address their problems in a holistic way that respected family and culture. The art centre has emerged as a core part of this strategy.
It is a place for adults and young people to come-to share time, show their talents and become mentors and role models. Rather than be seen as drinkers, victims of violence, petrol sniffers, they are seen as artists, creators, innovators, leaders, organisers, planners, as well as parents and carers. People are recognised for their wisdom and skills and abilities.
People are building an enterprise that is based on healing.
The art centre is a celebration of life, culture, hope and aspiration for the next generations.
At the art centre people can focus on something positive, creative and challenging. They are able to create some balance-some reality that is positive, able, affirming and satisfying. Something they can control and enjoy. This is healing and empowering.
--MARLENE RUBUNTJA AND SALLY RUBUNTJA, 3 APRIL 2013 We are proud ladies; you can see how we stand with our arms stretched out, not afraid to tell people that this place, Yarrenyty Arltere, is our place. We are the women of this place, making art, making laughing, making strong. That body is There is also a river on one side arm, that arm up high so that river can flow down and feed those trees and wash that lady clean. The water stays under those trees and keeps them alive so we can sit under the shade of those trees. So woman can sit under the shade and do more sewing if they want, of they can just sit there and rest and tell stories about the old times and the new times. 
